Home palliative care for terminal cancer patients: a survey on the final week of life.
As part of a large multicentre study on palliative care units in Italy, carried out between 1 January and 30 June 1995, we describe the place, circumstances and 'quality of death' of patients admitted to home palliative care. Data presented refer to 401 patients (67% of the 601 patients randomly selected for evaluation). Of these 401 patients 303 (76%) died at home. According to the Support Team Assessment Schedule (STAS) pain was fairly well controlled during the final week of life, while the control of other symptoms appeared to be less satisfactory. Invasive procedures were undertaken on 56% of patients, while in hospital the percentage increased to 75%. Twenty-five per cent of patients were totally pharmacologically sedated during the final 12 h of life. Neither the number of symptoms nor other factors were apparently associated with the decision to sedate the patient. The wide variations in the frequency of sedation among centres suggest that the choice to sedate the patient may reflect the provider's behaviour or services' policy rather than the patients' preference or needs. The definition of common criteria and guidelines for sedation of patients should be one of the topics for discussion among palliative care teams.